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slaughters, and violent deaths, have dread of arrests and imprisonment
been the cause?' asks a pamphleteer of 1714, 'if any roan see another
coming to lay violent hands upon him, to attach his person and haul
his body to prison, nature teaches him to take the assailor for his
capital enemy and to act the best he may in his own defence.'123 In
Henry Fielding's litde band of thieftakers was one who had been
accustomed 'to arrest common debtors who are usually of the desperate
kind'.124
All this misery and cruelty had no effect at all in doing what it was
supposed to do — secure the rights of property and the sanctity of con-
tract. It had exactly the opposite effect. "These miserable oppressions
put men upon a kind of fatal necessity to turn knaves and wrack their
wit to evade it all... which by the help of lawyers, if they have money
they may do. But where accrues the benefit of all this unchristian
severity?' it is asked in 1716, * to none but the very worst of rogues that
tread on the face of the earth, viz. pettifoggers, jailers, keepers of
spunging-houses, bailiffs, and their followers.* There were two main
types of prisoners for debt: the man thrown into prison for a sum he
could not pay which rapidly increased by the fees of lawyers and jailers.
With them may be classed those against whom debts were falsely
sworn, who were then arrested on mesne process. The other type was
represented by the man who preferred to live an idle and riotous - or
sometimes a penurious — life in prison on his creditors' money rather
than pay his debts. A variant of this was the person who knew how to
get committed to prison at the right moment and take advantage of an
impending Act for the relief of insolvent debtors; another was the
person committed (like Sam Weller) under a 'friendly action'. Dr
William Smith, a real benefactor to the prisoners in London, and re-
spected by them, estimated in 1778 that five-sixths of the prisoners for
debt in England were fraudulent debtors:
When they can cany on their trade no longer, and some of their frauds are
likely to come to light, they run to jail not empty handed, where they live in
luxury and riot and declare open war against every law of God and man, and
lay aside every law of decency and good order.125
Imprisonment for debt had thus a large share in the uncertainty of
life and trade which was characteristic of the time. Drinking, gambling,
and debt were links in a chain of misfortune which it was difficult to

